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Ronald McDonald goes bar-hopping  

By Julie Jargon 
July 17, 2006 

McDonald's Corp., known for its kids' Playlands, is venturing into the playlands of young adults: bars, sports 

events and concerts. 

 

McDonald's has outfitted several Chicago bars with coasters sporting a toll-free number patrons can dial to 

program a wake-up call. A pre-recorded message from a rotating group of celebs, including Mr. T, rap star 

Twista and Chicago Cubs player Juan Pierre, urges the recipient to get up and go to McDonald's for breakfast. 

 

A mobile McDonald's box office shows up in parking lots around Chicago ahead of popular concerts, like the 

upcoming Mary J. Blige show, to sell good seats before they're available to the general public. Last month, a 

McDonald's RV carrying two young comedians began touring the country, stopping at music festivals and 

athletic events. This week, the RV pulls up at Chicago's North Avenue Beach for a volleyball tournament. 

 

McDonald's growing presence at places frequented by the young and hip is part of a broader strategy to reach 

18- to 34-year-olds, one of the largest segments of the U.S. population. Gaining the acceptance of this fickle 

market is crucial if McDonald's wants to keep up a three-year run of monthly same-store sales growth. 

 

And getting more twentysomethings in the door late at night or in the morning will help the Oak Brook-based 

fast-food giant fend off a growing number of rivals staying open 24 hours and offering breakfast. 

 

Young adults are "really the trendsetters," says Brian O'Mara, McDonald's senior director of U.S. marketing, 

who's in charge of marketing to young adults. "It's important to be where they are. They're not sitting home 

watching prime-time television." 

 

Mr. O'Mara, 48, says just about everything McDonald's has done since embarking on a turnaround three years 

ago — remodeling restaurants, offering wireless Internet access, introducing cashless payment cards, 

extending hours and adding new sandwiches and McGriddles — was done with young adults in mind. 

 

While going where the twentysomethings are is de rigueur for liquor companies, it's uncharted territory for the 

company that brought us Ronald McDonald and Happy Meals. 

 

"McDonald's has to be careful not to overstep the bounds of credibility and appropriateness," says David 

Morrison, president of Philadelphia market research firm Twentysomething Inc. 

 

On Memorial Day weekend, McDonald's sponsored a club night at Excalibur, flying in DJs from New York and 

hiring models to pose for photos with the male clientele. Posters of chicken sandwiches dotted the club and 

spotlights in the shape of the Golden Arches shone on the dance floor. 
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Mr. Morrison warns that different marketing messages may cause confusion. Even as it courts youth with 

strategies from the beer industry's playbook, McDonald's is also pushing a health message to another key 

demographic — moms — and enticing them with salads and better coffee as well as apple slices and milk for 

their kids. 

 

"We understand fully well that we're a family business," says Mr. O'Mara. "Do moms see Big Mac promotions 

on TV? Yes. Do kids see salad commercials? Yes. But it comes across as good variety and balance in what we 

offer." 

 

Matt Hoffman, a 29-year-old computer programmer, was surprised to see McDonald's show up at Justins, a 

Lakeview bar. Inside the bar, McDonald's recently hung a mirror that when activated by a motion sensor reveals 

an ad encouraging patrons to stop in for a chicken sandwich late at night. 

 

"It's different than the direction I thought they were trying to go," Mr. Hoffman said while having a drink at 

Justins last week. "I thought they were changing everything to salads and things that are better for you. Going 

into bars is kind of different than that." 

 

Jamie Norris, a 26-year-old ad rep drinking with a different group of friends at a nearby table, said it's smart for 

McDonald's to remind bar goers of their late-night hours. "Most McDonald's are open 24 hours now, so when 

you leave the bar, you're like, 'Let's go to McDonald's,' " she says. 

 

Lisa Shea of Chicago hangs out at Justins, a Lakeview bar where McDonald's targets young adults 
with an interactive ad. Photo: Erik Unger
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Beyond just telling young consumers they're there, Mr. Morrison says McDonald's has to find new ways to 

surprise a group that's inundated with marketing messages. 

 

"What may be revolutionary internally may get lost on twenty-somethings," he says. "It will be much easier for 

McDonald's to make a mistake in this than to hit it out of the ballpark, because they're dealing with a savvy 

market that's very quick to smell a fake." 

 

The touring RV, on the road until October, houses Ruth and Ehren, the two Second City comedians who are 

acting as brand ambassadors. They post accounts of their experiences at www.roadtripmcdonalds.com. 

 

Steven Abodeely, a 26-year-old banker hanging out at Justins last week, was unimpressed with the idea of the 

RV and its corresponding blog. 

 

"What company hasn't done that?" he said. "It's something you grow to accept in American culture — that 

people are always going to market to you, especially in our age group." 
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McDonald's sends its RV to movie openings, sports events and music festivals.
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